
Posters  for Protest, Solidarity, Engagement and Action

This exhibition shows twentieth-century 
protest posters from diverse contexts and 
causes. 

The phrase ‘up in arms’ is ambiguous. In 
one sense, it implies that a person is ready 
to fight actively. Used figuratively, however, 
it suggests a state of commotion or turmoil. 
Someone who is ‘up in arms’ might be 
acting aggressively, or in defence.

Some posters in the exhibition show arms 
and hands raised, pleading for harmful 
actions to be stopped.  

Images of raised fists and strong arms, 
sometimes holding guns, rally the viewer 
to take aggressive action in the name 
of freedom, civil rights, and equality. 
Some posters show hands joined, 
promoting unity and solidarity; while 
others show triumphant hands held high.
The posters are from the Lettering, 
Printing and Graphic Design Collections in 
the Department of Typography & Graphic 
Communication.

Exhibition curation, design and production: Clara Fidler-Brown, 
Emma Minns, Ellen Pilsworth, Sue Walker, Geoff Wyeth on behalf 
of the Centre for Book Cultures and Publishing.

UP IN ARMS



In nationalist discourses of war, women 
and children often symbolise the nation 
itself, which must be protected from 
external threat. Yet many of these posters 
have a transnational appeal, encouraging 
the viewer to protect the depicted 
women and children on humanitarian, 
rather than nationalist, grounds.
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Posters inspire action to fight for 
freedom, both from social and political 
oppression and economic exploitation. 
Black, white and red are used to catch the 
viewer’s eye and make a strong, sombre 
impression. Images of balled fists suggest 
strength and a willingness to fight. Hands 
holding tools represent workers fighting 
for better conditions.  Hands holding up 
machine guns endorse the use of violence.
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Posters can encourage the viewer to unite 
with others in pursuit of their cause. 
Some show people joining their hands, or 
raising them in unison. Two posters from 
the 1960s French student movement show 
workers and students united in solidarity. 
One shows a student (wearing a scarf) 
and a worker (carrying a spanner), both 
raising their fists. In the other, a hand 
holding a pen represents the students who 
are now developing a class consciousness 
and showing solidarity with the workers. 
Another poster shows French workers 
uniting with immigrant workers, while 
their employer (wearing a bowler hat) 
tries to push them apart.
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Multiple, bright colours are used 
to commemorate or celebrate past 
victories after periods of struggle. The 
posters in this section all show hands 
raised in triumph, though some still hold 
weapons, indicating that violence played 
an important part in achieving victory.
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